The subject of water control in the arid West encompasses a vast literature. In Unsettled Waters, Colorado College geographer Eric Perramond adds to this scholarship by closely examining how New Mexico's on-going process of adjudicating water rights is affecting water users throughout the state. While the book's title might lead readers to assume that it covers a wide expanse of the "American West," in fact, it is focused almost exclusively on New Mexico.
New Mexico offers a distinctive case study in water history because Pueblo Indians were irrigating land in the Rio Grande Valley long before the arrival of Spanish settlers in the late sixteenth century. Complementing these Indigenous water control systems, Hispano settlers brought their own irrigation customs (derived from Iberian traditions) to Nuevo Mexico; the years of Spanish (1598-1820) and Mexican (1821-1848) rule fostered the formation of many communal acequias (water ditches) under the control of majordomos that transformed arid tracts into agriculturally productive fields. In 1848, the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo incorporated the region into a United States territory, spurring a new era of Anglo-American settlement based upon the principles of US jurisprudence. In 1912 New Mexico became a state, codifying the doctrine of appropriation as the basis of water rights.
Under the doctrine of appropriation, water rights accrue to those parties that use (or appropriate) surface waters for some beneficial purpose (such as irrigating a bean field). Parties who first draw water from a stream obtain a priority over later diversions, leading to the adage "first in time, first in right." The process of adjudicating water rights under the state water code was intended as a way to legally record and prioritize all the water uses and claims within a valley (or water basin) so that they could be assigned to various users as property rights. What complicates the adjudication process is that many Indian Pueblos were irrigating low lying fields prior to Spanish settlement and many streams were also diverted into Hispano acequias as early as the seventeenth century. The question then arises: how can such ancient diversions and beneficial uses be temporally documented with sufficient rigour to satisfy the modern-day Office of the State Engineer and the principles of Anglo-American jurisprudence?
To explore the contentious character of adjudication, Perramond carried out more than 270 interviews over the course of several years. The focus of his research was on small-scale water users who feared that the process was little more than a subterfuge to deprive them of long-held traditional rights. And their fears were hardly unjustified. Adjudications can stretch on for decades (adjudication of the Pojoaque Basin required 44 years before reaching a final decree). And they can prove corrosive to local communities, as people worry that some neighbour's legally recognized right will come at their expense. Significantly, many of the most bitterly contested adjudications pit Indian Pueblos against Hispano settlements, where water diversions from both cultures long predate 1848.
Although authorized by the 1907 territorial water code, adjudications became more common in the latter twentieth century as urban demand increased and large infrastructure initiatives (such as the San Juan-Chama Project that imports flow from the Colorado River watershed into the Rio Grande) prompted a need for clear records of region-wide water rights. Provocatively, in chapter six Perramond scrutinizes what he calls the "Adjudication-Industrial Complex," a phalanx of politically connected water lawyers and technocrats who often dominate the adjudication process. It is a sobering account that offers little hope for those who might believe (or wish) that legal battles over water rights and water development in the West will be become simpler, less divisive, and less expensive, in the years ahead.
As a historian I find Unsettled Waters to be revealing albeit constrained. For example, the creation of the 1907 territorial water code is enormously important in the context of water rights adjudication and I wanted to learn more about the origins of the code, who pushed for its enactment, and how it related to the US Reclamation Service (and authorization of Elephant Butte Dam). But as a geographer Perramond evinces little interest in parsing the origins of the code as it relates to water basin adjudications. Fair enough. Nonetheless this seems to represent a lost opportunity, especially because the history of water use plays an essential role in evaluating and prioritizing rights under the doctrine of appropriation. Beyond this caveat I believe historians (and not just geographers and anthropologists) interested in social interactions linking water use, water law, and water policy will find this a satisfying and instructive study. Most importantly, Perramond succeeds in giving a voice to water users who feel that state authorities, engineering experts, and high-priced water lawyers do not understand the cultural dynamics of acequias and small-scale water regimes possessing roots that extend back many generations. D.C. Jackson, Lafayette College 
